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Abstract 
 
Organizations exhibit differences in their ability to achieve consistency in espoused norms and 
values, instrumental policies, rules and routines (so-called organizational conditions), on the one 
hand, and employee attitudes and behavior (so-called employee outcomes), on the other hand. 
Although previous research has pointed out that inconsistency in organizational conditions neg-
atively affects employee outcomes, there is a lack of knowledge about the processes mediating 
the relationship between organizational conditions and employee outcomes. In this paper, we 
develop the concept of ‘double bind situation’ to account for possible mediation processes, and 
empirically study it using a large sample of Dutch nurses. Our results indicate that, although 
three of the four distinguished characteristics of the double bind situation (i.e. intensity of the 
relationship, incongruence of messages, and being prevented from withdrawal) show the ex-
pected direction and strength of impact, they account for only 20 percent explained variance in 
negative employee outcomes (negative affectivity and personal burnout). We conclude with a 
discussion of some practical, theoretical and methodological implications of our study.  
 
Introduction 
 
The extent to which organizations are able to align espoused norms and values, instrumen-
tal policies, rules and routines (hereafter referred to as organizational conditions) in a con-
sistent way, so that they uniformly influence employee attitudes and behavior (hereafter re-
ferred to as employee outcomes) in desired directions, has increasingly received attention 
in the organization literature (Meyer, Tsui, & Hinings, 1993; Siggelkow, 2002). HRM re-
searchers, in particular, have attempted to develop empirical research within this field by, 
over and above studying the impact of single HR conditions, determining the impact of 
‘bundles’ of HR conditions on employee outcomes (e.g., Bowen & Ostroff, 2004; Kaarse-
maker & Poutsma, 2006; Sanders & Looise, 2006; Visser, 2010a). 
Notwithstanding their assumed potential for alignment, from two other perspectives, it 
seems questionable whether organizations are able to consistently align conditions, and 
thus to influence employee attitudes and behavior in desired directions. First, researchers 
within the tradition of the behavioral theory of the firm (Cyert & March, 1963) have regard-
ed organizations as adaptive political coalitions, confronting (yet only partly solving) internal 
conflicts of interest, and endowed with only limited capacities for information search, stor-
age and retrieval (e.g., Augier, 2004; Augier & March, 2002). Related influential conceptuali-
zations of organizations are those of the political arena (Morgan, 1997), and of bureaucratic 
politics (Allison, 1971). Second, some researchers have drawn attention to paradoxes and 
system contradictions in working organizations. The latter may expose employees to ten-
sions, contradictions and oppositional tendencies, which they can only partially resolve, and 
from which they may only partially escape (e.g., Argyris, 1988; Ford & Backoff, 1988; Lewis, 
2000; Putnam, 1986). 
Concrete, from previous research, it appears that organizations differ in their ability to 
consistently align conditions, and thus are expected to differ in terms of adequacy to influ-
ence employee outcomes in desired directions. Therefore, the question arises what the ef-
fects of inconsistency of conditions are on employee attitudes and behavior. Fairly recent 
research has shown that inconsistent conditions negatively affect innovative behavior (Lee, 
Edmondson, Thomke, & Worline, 2004), and psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999). More 
in general, inconsistent conditions may lead to symptoms of behavioral disturbance, like 
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anxiety, fear, rigidity, inhibition, and aggression (e.g., Mineka & Kihlstrom, 1978; Staw, San-
delands, & Dutton, 1981). 
Although the effects of inconsistent conditions are relatively well-known, much less is 
known about the actual processes mediating the relationship between inconsistent condi-
tions, on the one hand, and employee attitudinal and behavioral reactions to it, on the oth-
er. For example, Lee et al. (2004) have found that the impact of inconsistent conditions on 
employee outcomes is mediated by evaluative pressures from proximal others, i.e., the de-
gree to which employees are supervised in a more judging and controlling way versus a 
more helping and supportive way. Similarly, Leiter and Maslach (1988, 2009) have noted the 
importance of interaction between employees and management in the light of the preven-
tion of burn-out, and the enhancement of organizational commitment. Notwithstanding 
these important contributions, much more empirical work is needed in order to better un-
derstand possible mediation processes (see also Hakanen, Schaufeli, & Ahola, 2008). 
In this paper, our first objective is to develop the concept of double bind situation to ac-
count for the processes mediating between inconsistent organizational conditions and em-
ployee outcomes. A rather substantial body of clinical, experimental and organizational re-
search evidence (reviewed in Visser, 2007a,b; 2010b) suggests that exposure to double bind 
situations negatively affects attitudes and behavior, leading to stress, anxiety, and other 
symptoms of behavioral, affective and cognitive disturbances. As a second objective, we 
empirically assess the occurrence of double bind situations among nurses in Dutch health 
care organizations, analyzing data from the European NEXT (Nurses’ Early Exit) research pro-
ject1 (Hasselhorn, Tackenberg, & Müller, 2003; Hasselhorn, Müller, & Tackenberg, 2005). 
Nurses, in particular, may be expected to experience inconsistent conditions, given compet-
ing demands resulting from a large variety of (emotionally) highly demanding caring tasks 
imposed on them by different parties involved, over and above the administrative duties, 
budget constraints, and professional norms and standards that have to be dealt with (see 
for instance Diestel & Schmidt, 2011; Van der Heijden, Demerouti, Bakker, & the NEXT Study 
Group coordinated by Hasselhorn, 2008). Our contribution aims at providing more insight in 
the alignment of health care institutions’ internal conditions and nurses’ attitudes and be-
havior, and thus to contribute to the development and retention of staff in a sector that suf-
fers from high personnel turnover (Janiszewski & Goodin, 2003; Price & Mueller, 1996). 
This paper proceeds as follows. In the next section, we provide an outline of the core con-
cept of double bind situation. Next, we operationalize this concept by using appropriate 
‘proxy’ scales from the NEXT study. After providing the results, the paper ends with a dis-
cussion section wherein the main conclusions and some practical, theoretical and methodo-
logical implications of our study will be dealt with.  
 
Organizational Double Bind Situation and Employee Outcomes 
 
The concept of double bind situation enables theorizing about the ways in which incon-
sistency in organizational conditions may affect employee outcomes (Bateson, 1972, 1979; 
Visser, 2003, 2007a, 2010b). This theorizing elaborates on the role of managers, directors 
and others in supervisory positions, who are charged with the tasks of espousing organiza-
                                                          
1 The NEXT study was financed by the European Commission within the Fifth Framework, Project ID: 
QLK-6-CT-2001-00475, and was academically coordinated by Dr. Hans-Martin Hasselhorn from the 
University of Wüppertal, Germany. Website: www.next-uniwuppertal.de. 
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tional norms and values and implementing organizational policies, rules and routines. In 
performing these tasks, they occupy a relative powerful position vis-à-vis their employees, 
and are taken to be responsible for significant knowledge sharing and communication with-
in the organization. As a rule, employees (ought to) pay close attention to the verbal and 
nonverbal behavior of their managers (Konst, Vonk, & Van der Vlist, 1999; Visser, 2010b).  
Inconsistency in organizational conditions is likely to be reflected in incongruence in man-
agerial communication. To cover all possible inconsistent consequences, managers may 
consciously or unconsciously send ambiguous messages, in two ways. First, they may send 
messages that are verbally incongruent. Examples are: ‘You are running the show, howev-
er…’; ‘You make the decisions, but clear with…’; ‘That’s an interesting idea, but be careful…’ 
(Argyris, 1988; Visser, 2007a). Second, managers may send messages that are verbally and 
nonverbally incongruent. Their nonverbal behavior seems to convey a different message 
than their verbal utterances. An example is a manager praising the work of an employee 
with a cynical tone of voice (Visser, 2007b).  
Experimental evidence suggests that incongruent communication by itself does not lead 
to stress and anxiety. Subjects participating in experiments, who were exposed to verbal-
nonverbal incongruence, generally resolved it by taking the non-verbal cues as leading, after 
some initial puzzlement and hesitation (e.g., Domangue, 1978; Iwamitsu et al., 2001; 
Mehrabian & Wiener, 1967; Newman, 1977; Yogo, Ando, Hashi, & Yamata, 2000). The con-
cept of double bind situation proposes that incongruent managerial communication will on-
ly negatively affect employee attitudes and behavior when it is embedded within the follow-
ing characteristics:  
 
(1) Two or more communicants are involved in an intense relationship with a high (physical 
or psychological) survival value for at least one of them.  
The first part of this characteristic, the ‘intensity of the relationship’, may be related to the 
degree of identification employees feel toward their organizations and/or to their job. 
When employees feel psychologically attached, they experience difficulty in dealing with in-
congruent management communication (Tracy, 2004).  
The second part of this characteristic, ‘survival value of the relationship’, may be related 
to power and authority differences, and hence to dependency, in organizations. When em-
ployees perceive a large power distance between themselves and their managers, they 
come to feel more dependent on them for their job security and working conditions, and 
hence for their organizational survival (Dopson & Neumann, 1998; Steier, 1995).  
 
(2) On a regular basis incongruent messages are given, that, at one level, assert something, 
yet, at another level, negate or conflict with this assertion. The first message often takes the 
form of a negative injunction, threatening some behavior with punishment. The second mes-
sage conflicts with the first one, at one or more points, and is also enforced by punishments 
or signals that threaten survival. 
The first part of this characteristic (‘messages that, at one level, assert something, yet, at 
another level, negate or conflict with this assertion’) may be related to verbal and verbal-
nonverbal incongruence in managerial communication, as discussed above.  
The second part of this characteristic, ‘the threat of punishment’, may be related to the 
degree to which the atmosphere in an organization may be characterized as supportive or 
punitive. In psychological experiments wherein subjects were exposed to incongruent 
communication and threats of punishment, a significant amount of stress and anxiety was 
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measured among these subjects. The stress and anxiety occurred, in spite of the relatively 
short period of the experiment, the transient nature of the subjects’ relation to the experi-
menter, and the relatively lenient nature of the punishments involved (e.g., Bowers & Sand-
ers, 1974; Dush & Brodsky, 1981; Kuiken & Hill, 1985; Smith, 1976). It may be supposed that 
in organizations wherein employees are generally more involved, and in which more is at 
stake for them, a punitive atmosphere will even have more impact than in the experiments 
mentioned above. 
 
(3) The receiver of the incongruent messages is prevented from withdrawal from the situa-
tion and/or from commenting on it. The receiver may be prohibited from escaping the field 
or (s)he may not have learned on which level of communication to respond. 
The first part of this characteristic, being ‘prevented from withdrawal from the situation’, 
may be related to the personal and financial status and benefits employees receive from 
their organizations, and to their beliefs that alternative organizations do not provide equal 
status and benefits, or worse, to beliefs that being fired and unemployment are imminent 
possibilities. Especially late career employees or employees with work ability problems, 
and/or relatively obsolete skills and qualifications may come to feel ‘trapped’ in their organ-
izations (Camerino et al., 2006; Dopson & Neumann, 1998; Van der Heijden, De Lange, 
Demerouti, & Van der Heijde, 2009). 
The second part of this characteristic, being ‘prevented from commenting on the situa-
tion’, may be related to the ‘total institution’ atmosphere of organizations that deal with 
life-death emergencies and emotionally intense problems. According to Goffman (1961: 
xiii), a total institution is ‘a place of residence and work where a large number of like-
situated individuals cut off from the wider society for an appreciable period of time, togeth-
er lead an enclosed formally administered round of life.’ Examples are jails, prisons, correc-
tional facilities, police, armed forces, health care institutions and fire departments. The 
large differences in emotional intensity between life inside and outside such organizations, 
the necessity of strong unit cohesion, clear leadership in recurrent emergency situations, 
and the classified nature of some activities all limit the possibilities of meta-communication 
inside and outside these organizations (Tracy, 2004). 
 
(4) Double binding is a long lasting characteristic of the situation, which, once established, 
tends toward self-perpetuation.  
This characteristic refers to the amount of time employees are exposed to a double bind 
situation.  
 
The four conditions that have been outlined above are interdependent and should be jointly 
operative in order for a double bind situation to occur. Thus, we hypothesize that the higher 
the intensity and survival value of a relationship, the higher the degree of incongruence of 
managerial messages and threat of punishment, the higher the degree of being prevented 
from withdrawal from and/or commenting on the situation, and the longer this situation 
lasts, the higher the prevalence of negative employee outcomes will be (Visser, 2007a,b). 
Health care professionals, in particular, with nurses being no exception, experience pri-
marily emotional demands (De Jonge, Mulder, & Nijhuis, 1999; Van Vegchel, De Jonge, Mei-
jer, & Hamers, 2001). More concrete, nursing staff is confronted with serious illness and 
death, as well as with violence at work (Camerino et al., 2008; Estryn-Behar et al, 2008). 
These demands, together with the competing caring tasks imposed by different parties and 
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stakeholders involved, and the fact that nursing comprises individually-experienced double 
binds and crises that are strongly connected to emotions (Kerosuo, 2011), forms the ra-
tionale behind our choice to study the prevalence of the double bind situation, and its ef-
fects, within the nursing sector.  
 
Method 
 
Empirical research on the double bind situation, and its effects, has long been the province of 
experimental psychology. However, reviewers of double bind research have repeatedly em-
phasized the limitations of the experimental method in bringing out the various interrelated 
elements of double binding. In addition to experiments, they have advocated an ethological 
or natural history research approach, taking relationships in real-life social settings as the ap-
propriate level of analysis (Abeles, 1976; Sluzki & Ransom, 1976). Our research takes a first 
step in this direction by surveying nurses in health care organizations. 
In order to assess the occurrence of double bind situations among nurses, we analyzed 
data from the European NEXT (Nurses’ Early Exit) research project (Hasselhorn et al., 2003, 
2005). For this paper, we used the data of 4,018 Dutch nurses, sampled across nine hospi-
tals, nine nursing homes, and four home care organizations (Van der Heijden et al., 2008).  
Further, in order to operationalize the concept of double bind situation, we employed 
thoroughly validated scales from the NEXT study, that in our view best approximated the 
characteristics of double bind situation (hence the term ‘proxy’ scales in the remainder of 
this paper). Table 1 provides an overview of the variables and proxy scales (for a more de-
tailed description of these scales see Hasselhorn et al., 2003, 237-258). 
 
Insert Table 1 about here 
 
Results 
 
Before testing our hypothesis, we computed means, standard deviations, and reliability co-
efficients (Cronbach’s alpha) (see Table 2). The reliabilities for all scales are sufficient or 
good. Seven scales score a Cronbach alpha higher than .70, while one scale scores slightly 
below 0.70, where 0.60 is generally regarded as the lowest acceptable minimum value (Hair 
et al., 2005). We looked at possible improvement of the alpha of the lowest scale by delet-
ing items, but in the light of its construct validity we have decided to not eliminate any of 
the scale items. 
 
Insert Table 2 about here 
 
Subsequently, we conducted correlation analyses to test whether the relationships between 
the model variables showed the hypothesized direction and strength. Next, multiple hierar-
chical regression analyses were performed in order to test the joint influence of the double 
bind situation variables on the two negative employee outcomes, being the dependents.  
Regarding the correlation analyses, the first step was to determine whether the two proxy 
scales used to operationalize three of the four characteristics of the double bind situation 
(i.e. intense relationship, high survival value, incongruent messages, threat of punishment, 
prevention from withdrawal, and prevention from commenting) showed the expected direc-
tion and strength. In Table 2, these correlations appear in italics. The two scales comprising 
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the first characteristic of the double bind situation appear to be negatively and weakly re-
lated (r = -.09, p < .01), which is conform expectation. A higher score on ‘overcommitment’ 
corresponds to a higher intensity of the relationship, while a higher score on ‘quality of 
leadership’ corresponds to a higher survival value. The two scales comprising the second 
characteristic of the double bind situation are negatively and moderately related (r = -.22, p 
< .01), which again is conform expectation. A higher score on ‘uncertainty concerning 
treatment’ corresponds to a higher incongruence of messages, while a higher score on 
‘quality of interpersonal relations’ corresponds to a lower threat of punishment. The two 
scales comprising the third characteristic of the double bind situation are positively and 
moderately related (r = .23, p < .01), which again is conform expectation. A higher score on 
‘reward’ corresponds to a lower degree of being prevented from withdrawal from the situa-
tion, while a higher score on ‘influence at work’ corresponds to a lower degree of being pre-
vented from commenting on the situation. Finally, the two scales comprising the negative 
employee outcomes are positively and moderately related (r = .37, p < .01).  
The second step in our correlation analyses was to determine whether the correlations 
between the four characteristics of the double bind situation and the two negative employ-
ee outcomes show the expected direction and strength. As Table 2 shows, with one excep-
tion, this appears to be the case. Specifically, the first characteristic, that is, the intensity of 
the relationship (as measured by ‘overcommitment’) appeared to correlate positively and 
fairly strongly with the distinguished negative employee outcomes (respectively; r = .41, p < 
.01, and r = .40, p < .01), while survival value (as measured by ‘quality of leadership’) ap-
peared to correlate negatively and weakly with those outcomes (r = -.11, p < .01, in both 
cases). Regarding the second characteristic, the incongruence of messages (as measured by 
‘uncertainty concerning treatment’), we found that it correlates positively and moderately 
with negative employee outcomes (respectively; r = .22, p < .01, and r = .20, p < .01), while 
threat of punishment (as measured by ‘quality of interpersonal relations’) appeared to cor-
relate negatively and weakly with those outcomes (respectively; r = -.16, p < .01, and r = -
.14, p < .01). Regarding the third characteristic, being prevented from withdrawal from the 
situation (as measured by ‘reward’), we found a negative and moderate correlation with 
negative employee outcomes (respectively; r = -.24, p < .01, in both cases), while being pre-
vented from commenting on the situation (as measured by ‘influence at work’) appeared to 
correlate negatively and weakly with the distinguished employee outcomes (respectively; r 
= -.13, p < .01, and r = -.15, p < .01) .  
The fourth characteristic, that is, the long lasting nature of the double bind situation, was 
included in order to test for possible differences depending upon the tenure of the nurses 
with their current organizations. It is expected that the influence of the three previous char-
acteristics of the double bind situation on negative employee outcomes will become strong-
er, the longer an employee is exposed to these characteristics. In operational terms, this 
implies that nurses with tenure of more than five years are expected to exhibit higher corre-
lations between double bind characteristics and negative employee outcomes, compared to 
nurses that are employed between 1 to five years. However, this expectation is not sup-
ported by the data. A comparison of correlation coefficients between the two tenure groups 
revealed no or very small differences (tables not shown). 
As far as the multiple regression analyses are concerned, we tested the joint influence of 
the double bind situation variables on the two negative employee outcomes. Table 3 shows 
the results for the two dependents separately. 
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Insert Table 3 about here 
 
It appears that the double bind situation variables have an impact on both negative em-
ployee outcomes, but not uniformly so, and with only moderate explanatory power. Only in-
tensity of the relationship (as measured by ‘overcommitment’) appeared to have a signifi-
cant and moderate effect on both employee outcomes (respectively β = .36, p < .001 for 
negative affectivity; and β = .34, p < .001 for personal burnout), while incongruence of mes-
sages (as measured by ‘uncertainty concerning treatment’) and being prevented from with-
drawal from the situation (as measured by ‘reward’) have significant but small effects on 
both dependents (for uncertainty concerning treatment: β = .10, p < .001 for negative affec-
tivity; and β = .09, p < .001 for personal burnout) (for reward: β = -.13, p < .001 for both 
negative affectivity and personal burnout). For the other three double find factors small or 
effects that are generally not significant were found (see Table 3 for more specific out-
comes). Together the double bind variables appeared to account for about 20 percent ex-
plained variance in both negative employee outcomes. 
 
Discussion and conclusions 
 
In this contribution, we developed the concept of double bind situation to account for the 
processes mediating between inconsistent organizational conditions and negative employee 
outcomes. In particular, we hypothesized that the higher the intensity and survival value of 
a relationship, the higher the degree of incongruence of managerial messages and threat of 
punishment, the higher the degree of being prevented from withdrawal from or comment-
ing on the situation, and the longer this situation lasts, the higher the prevalence of nega-
tive employee outcomes will be.  
From an empirical test using a large sample of Dutch nurses, it appeared that the relation-
ship between three out of four characteristics of the double bind situation (as measured by 
several proxy scales) and the two employee outcomes show the expected direction and 
strength. Only our expectation regarding the impact of the long lasting characteristic was 
not supported by the data. Further, the characteristics of the double bind situation ap-
peared to have an impact on negative employee outcomes, but not uniformly so, and with 
only moderate explanatory power. 
Several practical, theoretical, operational and methodological implications follow from 
these findings. Practically, we have tried to get more insight into which factors among nurs-
es may, in particular, lead to negative outcomes, and thus might induce them to consider 
turnover or leaving their profession. Nurses experiencing an intense relationship with their 
organizations and their jobs may show a high commitment and zeal in their work, but be-
yond a certain point they may become overcommitted, and hence more susceptible to neg-
ative outcomes. Similarly, incongruent communication by doctors and managers may lead 
to negative outcomes for nurses, as does their feeling of being prevented from withdrawal 
from the situation. However, given the moderate level of explained variance, other factors 
such as job demands, job resources, work schedules, work ability, physical load, effort-
reward imbalance, work-home interference, to mention but a few factors that might predict 
negative employee consequences, have to be taken into account in future research as well) 
(see also Van der Heijden et al., 2008).  
Theoretically, the concept of double bind situation seems only partly capable of capturing 
the processes mediating between inconsistent organizational conditions and employee out-
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comes. Its current conceptualization presents a somewhat pessimistic view of interaction 
between organization and employee, which could be balanced by a broader and more op-
timistic view that, for example, also incorporates the role of creativity, problem solving and 
humor (e.g., Beech et al., 2004; Hatch & Ehrlich, 1993; Wendt, 1998).  
Operationally, the use of proxy scales has positive and negative sides. On the positive 
side, it permits a far more extensive empirical testing of double bind characteristics than is 
permitted by experimental and qualitative methods. On the negative side, proxy scales by 
definition only partly approximate the theoretical nature of the double bind characteristics, 
leaving more room between the concept-as-intended and the concept-as-measured than an 
original operationalization might have left. But, given the paucity of quantitative research 
on the double bind situation and possible practical advantages for nurses and health care 
organizations, we find the current approach both defensible and relevant for theory and 
practice.  
Methodologically, it may be argued that a survey cannot accurately capture the relational 
nature of double bind situations, since only single employees are surveyed, instead of dyads 
or groups of employees. Also, a survey measures a retrospective account of persons’ percep-
tions of and experiences with relationships, and thus misses much of the dynamic nature of 
instant, face-to-face communication in which the double bind situation is formed and main-
tained.  
Future research on double bind situations in organizations should preferably be carried out 
through a combination of methods. It should include quantitative methods (like surveys and 
tests), together with more qualitative methods (like interviews, participant observation, and 
informal conversation). Ideally, the researcher should be committed to an organization for a 
longer period of time, in order to be able to experience first-hand the ongoing verbal and 
nonverbal communication. It is by combining these methods that we may hope to empirically 
unravel the mysteries of the double bind situation and, in Abeles’ (1976) terms, may succeed 
in ‘researching the unresearchable.’ 
 
References 
 
Abeles, G. (1976). Researching the unresearchable: Experimentation on the double bind. In C.E. 
Sluzki & D.C. Ransom (Eds.), Double bind: The foundation of the communicational approach to the 
family: 113-149. New York: Grune & Stratton. 
Allison, G.T. (1971). Essence of decision: Explaining the Cuban missile crisis. Boston: Little & Brown. 
Argyris, C. (1988). Crafting a theory of practice: The case of organizational paradoxes. In R.E. Quinn & 
K.S. Cameron (Eds.), Paradox and transformation: Toward a theory of change in organization and 
management: 255-278. Cambridge, MA: Ballinger. 
Augier, M. (2004). James March on education, leadership, and Don Quixote: Introduction and inter-
view. Academy of Management Learning and Education, 3, 169-177. 
Augier, M. & March, J.G. (2002). Richard M. Cyert: The work and the legacy. In M. Augier & J.G. 
March (Eds.), The economics of choice, change and organization: Essays in honor of Richard M. Cy-
ert: 1-23. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 
Bateson, G. (1972). Steps to an ecology of mind. San Francisco: Chandler. 
Bateson, G. (1979). Mind and nature: A necessary unity. London: Wildwood. 
Beech, N., Burns, H, De Caestecker, L., MacIntosh, R., & MacLean, D. (2004). Paradox as invitation to 
act in problematic change situations. Human Relations, 57, 1313-1332. 
Borritz, M. & Kristensen, T.S. (2001). Copenhagen Burnout Inventory: Normative data from a repre-
sentative Danish population on personal burnout and results from the PUMA study on personal 
burnout, work burnout, and client burnout. Copenhagen: National Institute of Occupational Health. 
10 
Bowen, D.E. & Ostroff, C. (2004). Understanding HRM-firm performance linkages: The role of the 
‘strength’ of the HRM system. Academy of Management Review, 29, 203-221. 
Bowers, J.W. & Sanders, R.E.( 1974). Paradox as a rhetorical strategy. In W.R. Fisher (Ed.), Rhetoric: A 
tradition in transition: 300-315. East Lansing: Michigan State University Press.  
Camerino, D., Conway, P.M., Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M., Estryn-Behar, E., Consonni, D., Gould, D., Has-
selhorn, H.M., & the NEXT Study Group (2006). Low-perceived work ability, ageing and intention 
to leave nursing: a comparison among 10 European countries. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 56, 
542-552. 
Camerino, D., Estryn-Behar, M., Conway, P.M., Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M., Hasselhorn, H.M., & the 
NEXT Study Group (2008). Work-related factors and violence among nursing staff in the European 
NEXT Study: A longitudinal cohort study. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 45, 35-50. 
Cyert, R.M. & March, J.G. (1963). A behavioral theory of the firm. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 
De Jonge, J, Mulder, M.J.G.P., & Nijhuis, F.J.N. (1993). The incorporation of different demand con-
cepts in the Job Demand-Control model: Effects on health care professionals. Social Science & 
Medicine, 48, 1149-1160. 
Diestel, S. & Schmidt, K-H. (2011). Costs of simultaneous coping with emotional dissonance and self-
control demands at work: Results from two German samples. Journal of Applied Psychology, 96, 
643-653. 
Domangue, B.B. (1978). Decoding effects of cognitive complexity, tolerance of ambiguity, and verbal-
nonverbal inconsistency. Journal of Personality, 46, 519-535.  
Dopson, S. & Neumann, J.E. ( 1998). Uncertainty, contrariness and the double bind: Middle managers’ 
reactions to changing contracts. British Journal of Management, 9(S), 53-70. 
Dush, D.M. & Brodsky, M. (1981). Effects and implications of the experimental double bind. Psycholog-
ical Reports, 48, 895-900. 
Edmondson, A.C. (1999). Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams. Administrative Sci-
ence Quarterly, 44, 350-383. 
Ford, J.D. & Backoff, R.W. (1988). Organizational change in and out of dualities and paradox. In R.E. 
Quinn & K.S. Cameron (Eds.), Paradox and transformation: Toward a theory of change in organiza-
tion and management: 81-121. Cambridge, MA: Ballinger. 
Goffman, E. (1961). Asylums. Garden City, NJ: Anchor. 
Gray-Toft, P. & Anderson, J.G. (1981). The Nursing Stress Scale: Development of an instrument. Jour-
nal of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, 3, 11-23. 
Hair, J.F., Black, W.C., Babin, B.J., Anderson, R.E., & Tatham, R.L. (2005). Multivariate data analysis. 
Pearson Prentice Hall, New Jersey.  
Hakanen, J.J., Schaufeli, W.B., & Ahola, K. The Job Demands-Resources model: A three-year cross-
lagged study of burnout, depression, commitment, and work engagement. Work & Stress, 22, 224-
241 
Hasselhorn, H.M., Müller, B.H., & Tackenberg, P. (Eds.).(2005). Second official NEXT scientific report. 
A research project funded by the European Commission (QLK6-CT-2001-00475). NEXT (Nurses’ Ear-
ly Exit Scientific Report, Key Action Number 6.3 ‘The ageing population and disabilities.’ Quality of 
Life and Management of Living Resources. EU-Project Number QLK6-CT-2001-00475. Stockholm: 
National Institute for Working Life and authors 
Hasselhorn, H.M., Tackenberg, P., & Müller, B.H. (Eds.).(2003). Working conditions and intent to 
leave the profession among nurses’ staff in Europe. Report no. 2003: 7. A research project initiated 
by SALTSA (Joint Program for Working Life Research in Europe) and funded by the European Com-
mission (QLK6-CT-2001-00475). Sustaining work ability in the nursing profession – Investigation of 
premature departure from work (Nurses’ Early Exit Study – NEXT). Wüppertal: University of Wüp-
pertal 
Hatch, M.J. & Ehrlich, S.B. (1993). Spontaneous humor as an indicator of paradox and ambiguity in 
organizations. Organization Studies, 14, 505-526. 
11 
Iwamitsu, Y., Ando, M., Honda, I., Hashi, A., Tsutsui, S., & Yamada, N. (2001). Nurses’ comprehension 
and recall process of a patient’s message with double-bind information. Psychological Reports, 88, 
1135-1145. 
Janiszewksy Goodin, H. (2003). The nursing shortage in the United States of America: an integrative 
review of the literature. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 43, 335-350.  
Kaarsemaker, E.C.A. & Poutsma, E. (2006). The fit of employee ownership with other human re-
source management practices: Theoretical and empirical suggestions regarding the existence of an 
ownership high-performance work system. Economic and Industrial Democracy, 27, 669-685. 
Kerosuo, H. (2011). Caught between a rock and a hard place: From individually experienced double 
binds to collaborative change in surgery. Journal of Organizational Change Management, 24, 388-
399. 
Konst, D., Vonk, R., & Van der Vlist, R. (1999). Inferences about causes and consequences of behav-
ior of leaders and followers. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 20, 261-271. 
Kristensen, T.S. (2000). A new tool for assessing psychosocial factors at work: The Copenhagen Psy-
choscocial Questionnaire. Copenhagen: National Institute of Occupational Health.  
Kuiken, D. & Hill, K. (1985). Double-bind communications and respondents’ reluctance to affirm the 
validity of their self-disclosures. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 60, 83-95.  
Lee, F., Edmondson, A.C., Thomke, S., & Worline, M. (2004). The mixed effects of inconsistency on 
experimentation in organizations. Organization Science, 15, 310-326. 
Leiter, M.P. & Maslach, C. (1988). The impact of interpersonal environment on burnout and organi-
zational commitment. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 9, 297-308. 
Leiter, M.P. & Maslach, C. (2009). Nurse turnover: the mediating role of burnout. Journal of Nursing 
Management, 17, 331-339.  
Lewis, M.W. (2000). Exploring paradox: Toward a more comprehensive guide. Academy of Manage-
ment Review, 25, 760-776. 
Mehrabian, A. & Wiener, M. (1967). Decoding of inconsistent communications. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 6, 109-114.  
Meyer, A.D., Tsui, A.S., & Hinings, C.R. (1993). Configurational approaches to organizational analysis. 
Academy of Management Journal, 36, 1175-1195. 
Mineka, S. & Kihlstrom, J.F. (1978). Unpredictable and uncontrollable events: A new perspective on 
experimental neurosis. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 87, 256-271. 
Morgan, G. (1997). Images of organization (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Newman, E.H. (1977). Resolution of inconsistent attitude communications in normal and schizo-
phrenic subjects. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 86, 41-46.  
Price, J.L., & Mueller, C. (1986). Absenteeism and turnover of hospital employees. Greenwich, CT: JAI 
Press. 
Putnam, L.L. (1986). Contradictions and paradoxes in organizations. In L. Thayer (Ed.), Organization – 
communication: Emerging perspectives (I): 151-167. Norwood, NJ: Ablex.  
Sanders, K. & Looise, J.K. (2006). The value of HRM?! Optimizing the architecture of HRM. Manage-
ment Revue, 17, 219-222. 
Siegrist, J., Starke, D., Chandola, T., Godin, I., Marmot, M., Niedhammer, I., & Peter, R. (2004). The 
measurement of effort reward imbalance at work: European comparisons. Social Science Medicine, 
58, 1483–1499. 
Siggelkow, N. (2002). Evolution toward fit. Administrative Science Quarterly, 47, 125-159. 
Sluzki, C.E. & Ransom, D.C. (1976). Comment on Gina Abeles’ review. In C.E. Sluzki & D.C. Ransom 
(Eds.), Double bind: The foundation of the communicational approach to the family: 151-163. New 
York: Grune & Stratton. 
Smith, E.K. (1976). Effect of the double-bind communication on the anxiety levels of normals. Journal 
of Abnormal Psychology, 85, 356-363.  
Staw, B.M., Sandelands, L.E., & Dutton, J.E. (1981). Threat-rigidity effects in organizational behavior: A 
multilevel analysis. Administrative Science Quarterly, 26, 501-524. 
12 
Steier, F. (1995). Reflexivity, interpersonal communication, and interpersonal communication research. 
In W. Leeds-Hurwitz (Ed.), Social approaches to communication: 63-87. New York: Guilford. 
Theorell, T., Perski, A., Akerstedt, T., Sigala, F., Ahlberg-Hulten, G., Svensson, J., & Eneroth, P. (1988). 
Changes in job strain in relation to changes in physiological state. Scandinavian Journal of Work, Envi-
ronment, & Health, 14, 189-196.  
Tracy, S.J. (2004). Dialectic, contradiction, or double bind? Analyzing and theorizing employee reac-
tions to organizational tension. Journal of Applied Communication Research, 32, 119-146. 
Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M., De Lange, Demerouti, E., & Van der Heijde, C.M. (2009). Employability and 
career success across the life-span: Age effects on the employability-career success relationship. 
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 74, 156-164. 
Van der Heijden, B.I.J.M., Demerouti, A., Bakker, A.B., & the NEXT Study Group coordinated by Has-
selhorn H.M. (2008). Work-home interference among nurses: Reciprocal relationships with job 
demands and health. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 62, 572-584. 
Van Vegchel, N., De Jonge, J., Meijer, T., & Hamers, J.P.H. (2001). Different effort constructs and ef-
fort-reward imbalance: Effects on employee well-being in ancillary health care workers. Journal of 
Advanced Nursing, 34, 128-136. 
Visser, M. (2003). Gregory Bateson on deutero-learning and double bind: A brief conceptual history. 
Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences, 39, 269-278. 
Visser, M. (2007a). Deutero-learning in organizations: A review and a reformulation. Academy of 
Management Review, 32, 659-667. 
Visser, M. (2007b). System dynamics and group facilitation: Contributions from communication the-
ory. System Dynamics Review, 23, 453-463. 
Visser, M. (2010a). Configurations of human resource practices and battlefield performance: A com-
parison of two armies. Human Resource Management Review, 20, 340-349. 
Visser, M. (2010b). Constructing organizational learning and knowledge socially: An interactional 
perspective. International Journal of Knowledge and Learning, 6, 285-294. 
Wendt, R.F. (1998). The sound of one hand clapping: Counterintuitive lessons extracted from para-
doxes and double binds in participative organizations. Management Communication Quarterly, 11, 
323-371. 
Watson, D., Clark, L.A., & Tellegen, A. (1988). Development and validation of brief measures of posi-
tive and negative affect: the PANAS scale. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54, 1063-
1070. 
Widerszal-Bazyl, M., Radkiewicz, P., Hasselhorn, H., Conway, P., Van der Heijden, B., & the NEXT 
Study Group (2008). The Demand-Control-Support model and intent to leave across six European 
countries: The role of employment opportunities. Work and Stress, 22, 166-184. 
Yogo, Y., Ando, M., Hashi, A., Tsutsui, S., & Yamada, N. (2000). Judgments of emotion by nurses and 
students given double-bind information on a patient’s tone of voice and message content. Perceptual 
and Motor Skills, 90, 855-863.  
 
13 
Table 1 Variables and ‘Proxy’ Scales  
 
Variables: 
Double Bind 
Situation 
‘Proxy’ Scales 
1a intense 
relationship 
 
1b high survival 
value 
6-item ‘overcommitment’ scale (Siegrist et al., 2004). An example item was: 
‘work rarely lets me go, it is still on my mind when I go to bed’. A 4-category 
response scale was used, ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. 
4-item ‘quality of leadership’ scale (Kristensen, 2000). An example item was: ‘to 
what extent would you say that your immediate superior gives high priority to 
job satisfaction’. A 5-point response scale was used, ranging from 1 (‘to a very 
small extent’) to 5 (‘to a large extent’). 
2a incongruent 
messages 
 
 
2b threat of 
punishment 
5-item ‘uncertainty concerning treatment’ scale (Gray-Toft & Anderson, 1981). 
An example item was: ‘please indicate how often you are stressed by the 
following situation: a 4-point response scale was used, ranging from 1 (‘never’) to 
4 (‘very frequently’). 
‘Quality of interpersonal relations’ between nurses and 5 relevant groups 
(‘nursing management’, ‘the sister/charge nurse’, ‘colleagues’, ‘doctors’ and 
‘administration’) (developed by NEXT research group; Hasselhorn et al., 2003). A 
5-point response scale was used, ranging from 1 (‘hostile and intense’) to 5 
(‘friendly and relaxed’). 
3a prevented 
from 
withdrawing 
3b prevented 
from 
commenting 
11-item ‘reward’ scale (Siegrist et al., 2004). An example item was: ‘my job 
security is poor’. A 4-category response scale was used, ranging from 1 (‘no 
distress at all’) to 4 (‘very much distress’). 
4-item ‘influence at work’ scale (Theorell et al., 1988). An example item was: ‘I 
have a say in what type of task I am asked to fulfill’). A 5-point response scale 
was used, ranging from 1 (‘totally inaccurate’) to 5 (‘totally accurate’). 
4 long lasting  Tenure within current organization, categorized in two groups: (1) 1-5 yrs; and 
(2) > 5 yrs. 
5&6 Negative 
employee 
outcomes 
10-item ‘negative affectivity’ scale (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). An example 
item was: ‘to what extent do you in general feel distressed’. A 5-point response 
scale was used, ranging from 1 (‘very slightly or not at all’) to 5 (‘extremely’). 
6-item ‘personal burn-out’ scale (Borritz & Kristensen, 2001). An example item 
was: ‘how often do you feel emotionally exhausted’. A 5-point response scale 
was used, ranging from 1 (‘never/almost never’) to 5 (‘(almost) every day’). 
 
Table 2 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliability Coefficients (Cronbach’s Alpha, in bold) and 
Correlations (Pearson’s r) (N = 3,998) 
 
Variable/scale M SD 1a 1b 2a 2b 3a 3b 5 6 
1a overcomm. 11.88 2.65  .76        
1b qual.lead.   3.06   .79 -.09**  .87       
2a uncert.treat.   1.85   .42  .21** -.16**  .72      
2b qual.ip.rel.   3.72   .56 -.19**  .41** -.22**  .69     
3a reward 50.23 4.70 -.22**  .44** -.22**  .34**  .74    
3b infl.work   3.19   .66 -.18**  .23** -.15**  .19**  .23**  .71   
5 neg.aff.   1.50   .45  .41** -.11**  .22** -.16** -.24** -.13**  .85  
6 burnout   1.68   .60  .40** -.11**  .20** -.14** -.24** -.15**  .37**  .86 
 
** significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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Table 3 Regression Analyses’ Outcomes for Double Bind Characteristics and Employee Outcomes 
 
 Negative affectivity Personal burnout 
Double bind var./scale Beta Sig. Beta Sig. 
1a overcomm. 
1b qual.lead. 
2a uncert.treat. 
2b qual.ip.rel. 
3a reward 
3b infl.work 
 .36 
 .00 
 .10 
-.02 
-.13 
-.02 
.00 
.98 
.00 
.20 
.00 
.36 
 .34 
-.01 
 .09 
 .01 
-.13 
-.04 
.00 
.65 
.00 
.47 
.00 
.02 
Adj R2  
N 
 .20 
3,295 
  .19 
3,289 
 
 
 
